Swiss development cooperation in Bhutan by unknown
The proportion of the population living below the 
national poverty line, which is set low at USD 27.50/
month, has decreased from 23.2% in 2007 to 12% 
in 2012. Rural poverty presently stands at 16.7%. 
Annual GDP per capita has risen to USD 3,000 in 
2012 (from USD 1,900 in 2008), fuelled by the de-
velopment of hydropower, which is exported ex-
clusively to India. Economic development is uneven 
and focused on the capital in Thimphu. Accordingly, 
Bhutan is confronted with a high rural-urban migra-
tion and the phenomenon of rising youth unemploy-
ment, which was at 9.6% in 2013.
Switzerland’s support 
Switzerland has supported Bhutan since the 1970s 
when it was a largely isolated country. After dec-
ades of successfully contributing to the development 
of the country’s rural infrastructure, agriculture and 
forestry, education and health sectors, rural enter-
prises, the environment and culture, Switzerland is 
held in high regard in Bhutan. The focus of Swit-
zerland’s strategy 2013-2016 is on one single field 
of activity – state reforms, local governance and 
citizen participation, one of Switzerland’s areas of 
 expertise.
Governance: supporting democratic reforms
Strengthening the core institutions of democracy at 
central and local levels is expected to promote strong 
checks and balances in the governance system and 
improve service delivery to citizens. Switzerland sup-
ports the professionalisation of the now independ-
ent judiciary and the strengthening of the Anti-Cor-
ruption Commission in Bhutan, which has developed 
into a respected watchdog organisation capable of 
holding the highest executive and legislative powers 
to account, as demonstrated by several high-level 
officials having been convicted for  corruption. 
By fostering civil society and civic participation, men 
and women can voice their concerns and partici-
Swiss development cooperation in Bhutan is 
focused on state reforms, local governance 
and citizen participation. This corresponds to 
Bhutan’s national goal of “engendering a tru-
ly representative, responsible and meaningful 
democracy”. As a longstanding and trusted 
bilateral development partner with specific ex-
pertise to offer in this domain, Switzerland had 
been requested by the Royal Government of 
Bhutan to support democratic reforms.
Context 
Bhutan has gained worldwide recognition for its 
paradigm of Gross National Happiness (GNH) and 
therefore defines its development aspirations in 
more than economic terms. Since the transition from 
an absolute monarchy to a parliamentary democracy 
in 2008, the political climate is changing at a quick 
pace and willingness to engage in reforms can be 
assessed as high. Democratisation was championed 
and administered from the top by the country’s vi-
sionary Fourth King, rather than by genuine demand 
of the citizens, who still remain to be fully convinced 
of its merits. 
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Partners
 › Swiss partners: Helvetas Swiss Intercooperation, 
Society Switzerland-Bhutan
 › Swiss government: the Federal Administrative 
Court, the Canton of Zurich
 › The national and local government of Bhutan, 
especially the Gross National Happiness Commis-
sion, the Ministry of Home and Cultural Affairs, 
the Ministry of Information, Communications and 
the Judiciary
 › Civil society organisations in Bhutan, such as the 
Tarayana Foundation
 › Other donors in Bhutan (Austria, Denmark, Aus-
tralia, the EU, Japan)
 › Multilateral organisations (UNICEF, UNDP)
Budget 2014 by theme and source of funding 
(CHF million) 
SDC/DevCoop: Governance 2.8
Total  2.8
pate in public debate, policy formulation and deci-
sion-making. With over 500 community forest man-
agement groups, representing one out of three rural 
households, community forestry has become the 
largest social movement in Bhutan with a consider-
able potential to enhance the voice of rural commu-
nities and their representation in local democratic 
governance. 
Multilateral cooperation
Switzerland works together with UNICEF in order to 
promote the active involvement of young people in 
civil society and public debate, and with UNDP to 
strengthen decentralisation.  
Transversal theme: fostering gender equality
There is a clear trend under democracy for the lead-
ership to be more representative, while at the same 
time women remain under-represented at all levels 
of leadership. The SDC programme addresses this by 
placing special emphasis on women’s political em-
powerment.
Maintaining good relations and benefits of a 
longstanding cooperation
The SDC’s presence in the country facilitates fostering 
diverse partnerships between Swiss and Bhutanese 
actors as well as promoting knowledge exchange 
with regional competence centres in South and East 
Asia, which could be maintained by the Bhutanese 
after the programme comes to an end in 2016.
Facts and Figures  
(Source: World Bank’s World Development Indicators 2013)
Surface area  38'390 km2
Population (estim. 2013)     0.738 million
Population growth (avg. 2001–2011)    1.7%
Life Expectancy  women / men    69.3 / 65.4 years
Gross Domestic Product GDP per capita  2,346 USD
Public debate of the party presidents 
in the 2013 elections. The People’s 
Democratic Party of Tshering Tobgay 
(left) won the election, defeating the 
former Prime Minister’s party and two 
new parties led by women. © Election 
Commission of Bhutan
Combined post office and community 
service center in Chumey, Bumthang. 
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Although a staple of democracy, Bhu-
tan’s independent media struggles to 
be economically viable. © Kado
